The Stipulative Imagination of Thom Gunn John Miller
Thom Gunn is a British-American poet whose work has been praised and damned on both sides of the Atlantic. It is as if a mathematician, establishing the symbols with which he must work, were to say: "Let X stand for one referent, let Y stand for another, and let it be understood that these values for X and Y exist only within the specific context of this problem."
The Much that is natural, to the will must yield.
Men manufacture both machine and soul, And use what they imperfectly control To dare a future from the taken routes.13
Yet these exemplars of the human will are those who, in the preceding stanza, appear "Small, black, as flies hanging in heat" and who minimize risk or volition by strapping themselves "In goggles, donned impersonality,/ In gleaming jackets trophied by the dust." This is the poem's central weakness. What originates as an objective, even judgmental view of the boys becomes an adulation of their existential daring. The transformation is a sudden, arbitrary one. A reader suspects that it is not really the motorcycle gang, or "Men" in general, who exercise their will in a valueless world; it is the poet, stipulatively shifting his perspective and attitude toward his subjects, who does so. The poem itself, rather than any motorcycle, provides the machinery by which meaning can be stipulated and human will asserted.
The assertion of will figures prominently also in "The Unsettled Motorcyclist's Vision of His Death." Here, again, the motorcycle itself serves as "chosen in strument" for the poem's persona. It is not a "valueless world" into which the cyclist hurls himself in this poem, however; it is a settled, habitual, insensate physical nature, a witless antagonist to the "unsettled" motorcyclist. alternatives. Yet Merlin ends his monologue by asserting human will and agency, rejecting both the "rank convolvulus" as a mode of escape from his cave and "the sweet promiscuity of the bee" as a model for his actions. A specific quality of characters, he is said to write "tough" poetry.
Perhaps it is true, as G. S. Fraser states in "The Poetry of Thom Gunn,"17 that there is far more self-assertion and risk-taking in Gunn's writing than in that of his compatriots such as Philip Larkin and Kingsley Amis. Yet there is also a formal, ironic distance, in some of his poems, between Gunn-the-poet and the self-or group-stipulated identities of his personae. Gunn might "think of all the toughs through history" in "Lines for a Book": he might assume the role of 
